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NEW JEWISH EDUCATIONAL MODELS:  
ENGAGING STAKEHOLDERS – TRAVELLING UP THE GET-IT SCALE 
 
by Lori Riegel 
 
 
An education director of a large supplementary school, with enrollment numbers that have 
been increasing consistently each year, sits down for an annual budget presentation with the 
congregation’s finance committee.  The meeting, which last three hours, involves picking apart 
pieces of the school’s program, from the textbook costs to the reason why payroll costs went 
up slightly after the state raised the minimum wage by ten cents per hour.  The education 
director went into the meeting feeling optimistic and prepared, with a narrative prepared with 
research on trends in Jewish education and plans to include Jewish educator conferences in the 
upcoming budget.  The director left the meeting feeling frustrated and unheard. 
 
The scene is probably familiar to many education directors at supplementary schools across the 
country.  The annual budgeting process seems to conflict directly with the mission of the 
school.  Educators fight for every penny of their budgets, while the finance committee attempts 
to keep the organizational fiscally stable, let alone keep the doors open.  The challenge is 
deeper than matching figures to forecasts on a spreadsheet.  The supplementary school, as part 
of a congregation, has many stakeholders.  Rarely do the stakeholders come together on their 
visions, with each shaving different ideas about the purpose of the religious school. 
 
The obvious stakeholders for the religious school are the parents, staff, students, and 
professional leadership of the congregation.  The not-so-obvious stakeholders include the 
board, the finance committee, and donors.  Unfortunately, the stakeholders who make financial 
decisions don’t always have direct involvement or knowledge of the religious school.  In light of 
the present economic challenges facing many congregations, religious schools can no longer 
operate in a semi-independent realm, assuming that budgets and proposals will be approved.  
In order to ensure full support for the program, educators must work to bring all stakeholders 
to the table and involve them in the benefits of the school, whether they have children or 
grandchildren enrolled in the school or not. 
 
Religious schools generally operate at a deficit, with faculty compensation the largest expense.  
The primary source of revenue is often tuition, though the tuition collected almost always falls 
far short of the actual cost of educating each student.  Engaging parents as stakeholders should 
involve educating them as to the actual cost of a Jewish education.  Parents who are in a 
position to make a larger financial contribution would have the option of paying the “full cost” 
of their children’s education, instead of a set amount that does not actually cover the costs.  
Stephane Acel, in his article, “Finance and Day School Vision: Communicating with Stakeholders 
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to Ensure that Everyone Stands Behind a School’s Financial Needs,”1 recommends sending a 
tuition letter that outlines the “real costs of educating a child,” as well as highlighting the 
excellence of the education provided and the school’s commitment to providing easily 
accessible financial aid when needed. 
 
The relationship with stakeholders stretches beyond the financial implications.  When 
stakeholders see the role of the religious school as a vital and integral part of the congregation, 
picking apart the programs to save a few hundred dollars seems less likely.  The religious school 
is often the entry point for new families who become members of the congregation.  Jewish 
parents shop around for congregations for a variety of reasons, with the religious school 
program being one of the primary selling points.  Instead of looking at the deficit in the school’s 
budget, the program must be viewed through the lens of increasing the synagogue’s 
membership and longevity.  Families who have a good experience in the religious school tend 
to stick around.  Opportunities that go beyond the B’nai Mitzvah year, such as a madrichim 
program, keep teens, and therefore parents, involved and even financially committed to the 
congregation. 
 
The challenge, therefore, is not necessarily winning a battle with the finance committee, but, 
rather, getting all stakeholders on the same page as far as the importance of the religious 
school to the congregation.  Jewish educators must work to make their offerings stellar and of 
the highest quality possible.  A second-rate or flimsy program does not retain students or even 
quality faculty. The disconnect that often takes place between stakeholders and the school is an 
issue that can no longer be ignored.  Getting stakeholders involved in the day-to-day operations 
of the religious school will help them see the relevance and importance of the program.  
Stakeholders can be surveyed on their interests and backgrounds, and then asked to help out 
with programs, such as coming in to take photos at an event or volunteering at a check-in table.   
 
The religious school is a win-win for both the stakeholders and the congregation.  It is an 
essential tool for recruiting new members and creating a life-long community of committed 
Jews.  Involving the stakeholders, instead of battling with them over budgets, can only make 
the religious school stronger. 
 
 
ENDNOTES: 
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Lori Riegel has been involved in Jewish education for 21 years, the last 3 as the education 
Director at Temple Emanu-El. Lori is the recipient of the Southern Arizona Outstanding Jewish 
Educator of the Year Award, the Gerald and Marion Gendell Award for Excellence in Jewish 
Education and the Grinspoon-Steinhardt Award for Excellence in Jewish Education. 
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